THE NATURAL curiosity of children to learn by exploration, questioning, sampling and trial and error, leads them to investigate the more than a quarter million products and the myriad of drugs which are now available and often present in the home. It is not surprising then that several times a week the average busy Practitioner or Pediatrician receives one or more frantic calls from a distraught parent saying, &dquo;Johnny has just taken ---what shall I do?&dquo;
The causes of poisoning are many-accidental and deliberate, civilian and industrial. In pediatric patients, the chief etiologic factors are poor or faulty child supervision and parental procrastination because of negligence or ignorance. Each year more than 500,000 cases of poisoning occur in the United States, with approximately 1,500 deaths. About half of these deaths are accidental, and one-third of these (over 500) occur in children under five years of age. Here are somber statistics for a mechanism of injury and death which is largely preventable. born each year in the United States, and with the increasing number of potentially toxic household agents and family drugs in our homes, this problem, tremendous now, promises to be much more serious in the next decade. In this connection, the recent observations on the effects of thalidomide on the fetus, producing phocomelia (seal extremities), has created great national interest and concern over the teratogenic action of all agents whether they be drug, bacterial, viral, etc.
Prevention
The prevention of poisoning .requires a somewhat different approach than that generally outlined for the prevention of accidents. The age group most frequently involved is children under five and it is easier to alter the physical environment and make it safe. Effective education adapted to the child's level of development is one essential and may decrease the risk, but the parents profit even more from such education.
The physician has an unparalleled opportunity during home visits, for whatever purpose, to recognize existing hazards, to pinpoint them, and to advise and motivate the family to eliminate them. Parents need advice and counsel from a physician whom they know and respect on how to maintain safety precautions in and about the home.
In the physician's waiting room there should be reliable educational literature and visual aids on the occurrence and prevention of accidental household and drug poisoning.
The giving of a check list of poisonous hazards in a house may ring the bell with parents deaf to other warnings. All medicines should be kept in a locked closet, no inflammable liquids and no cleaning or polishing materials should be placed on lower shelves or floors, and there should be no penny-pinching by placing solvents and insecticide in pop bottles.
Safeguarding of children is manifold and complex. The following measures, among others, are needed and worth striving for: Drugs should never be referred to as candy and children should never be bribed by such ' inducements. Parents, and especially those taking medications or vitamins regularly, should take their pills and elixirs in privacy and not in the presence of small children.
5. Education of every physician in first aid measures and the basic principles of diagnosis, treatment and prevention. No one, regardless of his specialty, is exempt from receiving an emergency call when a sudden poisoning has occurred. Preventive and educational efforts by physicians at the local level often accomplish more than well-published advisory measures on a national scale.
6. Establishment of more and properly functioning Poison Control Centers. These centers perform a vital public health service. 7. Each homeowner and housewife should create, through education and personal awareness, his and her own prevention center at home. Let's make the American home of today a true haven of safety. To prevent tragic poisoning accidents, children must be protected.
Because of the great practical importance of Poisonings in Childhood, Clinical Pediatrics will inaugurate in its next issue a monthly series of informative articles in this helda The series will be under the authoritative editorship of Dr. Arena, who is the author of Poisoning: Chemistry-Symptoms-Treatment, and Director of the Poison Control Center at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina.
